The germ theory of disease is one of the pillars of western medicine. Although the theory as such is only 115 years old, the idea of infection and infectious disease is much older and was a strand in a tradition of medicine. This was partly because in temperate climates many infectious diseases were epidemic and recognized as such. In tropical and semitropical climates, however, many of the common infectious diseases are endemic and their infectious nature is masked.
Although western medicines such as injections and drugs have been enthusiastically absorbed in developing countries, the concepts of western medicine have not been accepted, but rather ignored.
1 Traditional medicine and beliefs grew out of a complex balance of environment and social structure. Western medicine cannot easily replace them without upsetting the balance of society, as shown by the population explosion and the growth of towns. If western medicines were neutral, their adoption might be expensive but not injurious. Unfortunately, many are toxic, others are selective of resistant organisms while injections may cause abscesses, provoke poliomyelitis 3 or produce septicaemia. The indiscriminate use of unsterile and dirty (if not filthy) syringes and needles is widespread by traditional healers, nurses and even doctors. From 1914 onwards, there were massive campaigns to cure yaws by giving injections of the drug Salvarsan. The results were described as magical in many publications: the horrible cutaneous sores of yaws were cured in one or two weeks. Whole populations in the yaws belt across the world began to clamour for injections. It is very probable that the high incidence of Hepatitis B virus in Central Africa is due to its transmission from person to person by dirty, contaminated syringes. The emergence and transmission of the deadly Ebola Virus and the AIDS virus (HTLV III) in Central
